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Recent Interpretations of Chaucer’s
 
Hous of Fame and A New Suggestion
Donald C. Baker
C
HAUCER'S vision poems have, in the last several years, received
 
increasingly scholarly and critical attention. Of these, the Hous of
 Fame and the Parlement of Foules have received the greater portion of
 explication and comment, the latter being universally approved and
 the former somewhat less than universally admired, and then with
 serious 
misgivings,
 especially concerning the structure and thematic  
organization of the poem. On these matters two scholars have re
­cently turned their critical powers, one, Professor Ruggiers,1 finding
 the poem unified and informed by the poet’s concern for the philo
­sophical nature of things (suggesting en route that the "man of gret
 auctorite” might be Boethius), and another, Professor Allen,2 pre
­senting convincingly the idea that the poet’s concern with things of
 poetry 
is
 a recurring though not closely unifying motif throughout  
the poem. The latter suggestion, of course, is a broadened and some
­what more profound application of an old notion that the poet’s
 search in the houses of Fame and Rumor is for new materials for
 poetry. Both essays are important contributions to the understanding
 of Chaucer’s poem, although they present varying views and disagree
 on major points.
Without entering the lists with Professor Allen, who sees the poem
 
as not containing that sort of
 
unity "found in post-Renaissance poetry,”  
whatever that
 
means, this  writer would like to add  a few remarks about
1
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the theme of the poem, and, by implication, its unity. First, this essay
 
will
 suggest a common ground for the views of Chaucer as Philosopher  
and Chaucer 
as
 Poet in the Hous of Fame. This is not to imply that  
at long last the key to the poem’s mystery has been found, but to
 point out a development within the poem which has been largely
 ignored, namely the importance for this theme of poetry of Chaucer’s
 two great sources of imagery in the poem, Boethius and Dante. And,
 secondly, the paper will suggest, not the identity of the “man of gret
 auctorite” but rather what he might have said, whoever he was, to
 bring together the threads of the poem, and the possible reason for 
his not being allowed to speak. It 
is
 not necessary in any explication such  
as this to throw out of court allegorical or autobiographical implica
­tions of the poem; it is simply that they are not considered. A work of
 art may, indeed must, exist on a number of levels; this paper proposes
 re-examination of a theme 
which
 may not be the chief vehicle of  
meaning in the poem at all. . . but which is certainly a very important
 one.
This writer finds himself in general agreement with Professor
 
Allen’s delineation of the theme of art and poetry in the Hous of
 Fame.3 Everywhere the reader turns in the poem he is met with an
 emphasis upon artifice, upon the artist. From the initial concern with
 the interpretation of dreams on through the Dido episode,4 the poet’
s trip with the Eagle to gather tidings for his use as a poet, “Geffrey’ ”
 maze of adventures in the House of Fame featuring the poets, enter
­tainers, jugglers, historians, and singers, to his final, giddy experience
 in the whirling House of Rumor, the emphasis is everywhere upon the
 poet, the poet as purveyor of fame, and upon poetic materials. Where
 Professor Allen goes astray is in seeing this as merely a recurring motif
 rather than as a theme 
which
 is carefully developed, examined, and  
studied by Chaucer, with more than an overtone of philosophical 
con­cern. And this is where the philosophy of the poem enters the scene.
 It cannot be dismissed simply by saying that Chaucer was a poet and
 not a philosopher. Granted, but cannot a poet be deeply concerned
 with a philosophical view of life? Chaucer is no Dante, true, and
 there is much of rich humor in the poem which interpretations of the
 philosophical sort tend to ignore; but, on the other hand, Chaucer 
is 
2
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no slapstick comedian. There 
is
 much that is deeply serious in the  
poem. Chaucer is in the Hous of Fame as elsewhere as much of a
 philosophical poet as England has ever had. One has only to recall
 the Knight’s Tale and the Troilus to be aware of his concern with a
 philosophical view of life.
Professor Ruggiers, in a different view, sees the poem as con
­
cerned with Chaucer the man’s exploration of Fame as a phenomenon
 in itself, and with his attempt to discover a philosophical, not to say
 theological, orientation of Fame and the various kinds of love in the
 universe. Chaucer, puzzled and uneasy about Fame in its relation to
 love, as exampled by the Dido episode, is carried by the Eagle to the
 dwelling of Fame herself for an explanation. But he finds none and
 goes to the House of Rumor, where Fame or Rumor and love and
 various other subjects are presented in their varying relations to each
 other. There then appears the “man of gret auctorite” who is, in
 Ruggiers’ opinion, going to
 
satisfy Chaucer’ s curiosity by relating those  
disparate things, those kinds of love and the functions of Fame, and
 place them within a universal framework. Boethius might be as good
 a guess as any, Ruggiers feels, and for his particular interpretation of
 the poem, an obvious one. This almost purely philosophical view of the
 poem, though valuable, ignores the theme of poetry and the difficulties
 of the poet, and 
does
 not sufficiently emphasize Chaucer’s concern for  
the nature of Fame in this philosophical 
sense
 as it relates to the poet’s  
activiti s.
But, striking a path somewhat between the interpretations offered
 by Professors Allen and Ruggiers, one arrives at a fascinating 
possibil­ity. This possibility is that one important theme of the poem is
 Chaucer’s concern for the role that the artist plays in society, in God’s
 universe5—the role of the artist as purveyor of Fame, as the historian,
 as the spreader of rumor, the role of the artist in his multifarious
 activities in the social and moral structure of the medieval world, a
 concern which this writer has elsewhere studied at some length as
 occupying central positions of importance in all the 
vision
 poems.6  
It is this writer’s opinion that this theme is perhaps the basic unifying
 theme of the poem, initiating it, providing its motivation, and bringing
 about, or rather failing to bring about, the poem’s conclusion. In
 
3
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order to develop this approach, it will first be necessary to discuss,
 
partially, the intellectual background of the Hous of Fame.
Probably the two greatest informing influences upon Chaucer’s
 
thought and art at about the time that he wrote the Hous of Fame,
 whether its composition be put early or late in the decade assigned to
 it, were Boethius and Dante. Between them they dominate the
 imagery, allusion, and thought of the poem. Ruggiers successfully
 demonstrates Chaucer’s heavy drawing upon the Consolatio, if not for
 the purpose of building the structure of the Hous of Fame, at least
 for informing much of the imagery and orienting generally the flow
 of ideas in the poem. Dante’s influence throughout, in the Vergilian
 material, the Eagle, etc., is so obvious that it was once a popular idea
 that Chaucer was actually parodying Dante, or that he “writ Daunte in
 Englisshe.” These two mighty influences upon later medieval litera
­ture, it should be remarked, differ radically upon one thing which is
 germane, in the view of this writer, to the Hous of Fame. They
 represent the polarities of medieval Christian thought, the thought of
 western civilization generally, upon the function of the poet, the
 fabler, in a moral society. Dante sees the poet as the guide, the
 teacher of mankind, the prophet and creator. Although this view is
 implied in the Convivio and elsewhere, it has its most impressive state
­ment, of course, in the Divine Comedy itself, where, beginning with his
 use of Vergil as his guide through the Inferno, and culminating in the
 inspired sublimation of the poet’s devotion to the 
symbolic
 adored,  
Dante pays perhaps literature’s most glorious tribute to the lofty 
con­cept of the poet as seer and teacher. This view, which may loosely be
 called the Aristotelian view, is juxtaposed to the Platonic tradition of
 the Republic, of the poet as liar, slanderer, misleader and tempter,
 which is emphasized in Boethius’ Consolatio. One particularly re
­members:
And whan she saugh thise poetical Muses/ aprochen aboute
 
 my bed and enditynge wordes/ to my wepynges, sche was a litil
 amoeved, and/ glowede with cruel eighen. “Who,” quod
 sche,/ “hath suffred aprochen to this 
sike
 man thise/ comune  
strompettis of swich a place that men/ clepen the theatre;
 the whiche not oonly ne/ asswagen noght 
his
 sorwes with none  
4
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rem-/ edies, but thei wolden fedyn and noryssen/ bym with
 
sweete venym. For sothe thise ben/ tho that with thornes
 and prikkynges of talentz/ or affeccions, which that ne bien
 nothyng fruc-/ tifyenge nor profitable, destroyen the corn
 plen-/ tyvous of fruytes of resoun. For thei holden/ hertes
 of men in usage, but thei delyvre noght/ folk fro maladye.
 But yif ye Muses hadden/ withdrawen fro me with youre
 flateries any/ unkunnynge and unprofitable man, as men/
 ben wont to fynde comonly among the pe-/ pie, I wolde wene
 suffre the lasse grevosly;/ forwhi, in swych an unprofitable
 man, myne/ ententes weren nothyng endamaged. But ye/
 withdrawen me this man, that hath ben nor-/ yssed in the
 studies or scoles of Eleaticis and Achademycis in Grece.
 But goth now rather/ awey, ye mermaydenes, whiche that ben
 swete/ til it be at the laste, and suffreth this man/ to ben
 cured and heeled 
by
 myne muses/ (that is to seyn, by noteful  
sciences.)”7
This violent reaction on the part of the Lady Philosophy must have
 
deeply impressed Chaucer as he translated.
It 
is
 on the continually juxtaposed imagery and allusion drawn  
from these two informing sources that Chaucer places much of the
 burden of the theme of the poet and his function in the world. A
 very brief review of the “theme of poetry” is necessary before 
con­clusions can be drawn. In this, it is necessary to go quickly over
 ground that Allen has already covered.
The poet is involved in a quest. This quest is on the surface
 
simply, 
as
 has often been noted, a quest for new materials for poetry.  
This quest, initiated by the poet’s selfless service of love, soon be
­comes closely involved with the nature of Fame, to which the last
 book of the poem is devoted. The third book, 
while
 analyzing the  
methods of Fame, akin to those of her sisters Fortuna and Venus,8
 spends a good deal of time on the various agencies of Fame which
 make possible her operations. And, these 
agencies
 are, most of them,  
in some way or another a part of the activities of the poet.9 But the
 nature of Fame 
is
 to Chaucer the poet a troublesome enigma. And  
that enigma lies in the fact that clearly there are two types of Fame,
 and the poet, willy-nilly, serves them both. The first, the grander
 
5
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design, represented by Joseph, Homer, Statius, Guido, Vergil, Claudian
 
and Lucan, is apparently noble and altogether just. The second kind
 of fame, merely gossip, rumor, often injurious, which Chaucer en
­counters in the House of Rumor, is obviously of a lower order.
The poet’
s
 disillusionment comes first in the episode of the Nine  
Companies of Supplicants and secondly in the House of Rumor when
 he finds that all fame, be it merely rumor or the noble history of a
 people, is ultimately fickle and unstable, parts of the 
same
 cloth. When  
“Geffrey” steps forward in the House of Rumor to hear what the
 “man of gret auctorite” has to say, he does so not simply as a character
 in a fantasy, or as Chaucer searching for a philosophical answer to
 the problems of Fame in the relation of man to the world. He 
does
 so  
as a poet; he 
was
 chosen for the pilgrimage as a poet, he comes,  
albeit unwillingly, as a poet, he is conscious throughout of his vocation
 (the “tydinges” are for his “lore” and 
“
prow”), and it would seem  
that whatever he should learn from the mysterious man would be
 directed in part at least at the problems of a poet. Whatever the man
 might have revealed to the poet, and many things have been suggested,
 would a further suggestion be out of place, that it might have been,
 implicitly or explicitly, a justification for the poet and his function
 as agent of Fame?
Professor Allen 
does
 not link the message of the mysterious man  
to this theme. He sees the theme of the poet concluded in the House
 of Rumor when Chaucer learns of the fickleness of Fame, which
 “relieves him of responsibility for the behavior of his characters and the
 moral impression they make upon his readers.”10 Professor Allen then
 points to the Prologue of the Legend of Good Women and to the con
­clusion of Troilus as further evidence of Chaucer’
s
 conviction. How ­
ever, one recalls how much Chaucer 
is
 interested in the subject, the  
pains which he takes in the Legend and elsewhere, particularly in the
 General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, to relieve the artist of such
 responsibility. Such reiterated statements do not reassure. He seems
 to protest too much. And there is the ultimate failure of such “con
­viction.” However one wishes to take the Retraction, it is there. His
 love of his art and his deep concern for the larger implications are
 always present. This is no attempt to melodramatize Chaucer’
s
 strug ­
6
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gles, but merely a statement that the tension exists in his work.
 
Particularly does it 
exist
 in the Hous of Fame. Professor Allen must,  
too, feel this tension or he would not have perceived the theme of art in  
this context. The Hous of Fame is a poem filled with Chaucer’s read
­ing, his reading and his thinking. He has just been dipping deeply
 into the Italian springs, especially Dante and Boethius. Involved as he
 is with the concept of the function of the poet, and fresh from his
 reading of these masters with their opposing attitudes on the subject, it
 seems unlikely that the climax of the poem would have 
been
 unrelated  
to this theme. It seems unlikely that he would abandon this theme im
­mediately before the appearance of the “man of gret auctorite.” And
 herein lies the suggestion of this paper as to why Chaucer’s poem is
 unfinished. The suggestion is that Chaucer intended for the mysterious
 man to have something to say, with whatever else he might have said,
 touching the responsibility of a poet in society. The tensions within
 the poem, perhaps represented by the echoes of Dante on the 
one hand and those of Boethius on the other, were irreconcilable for
 Chaucer, and since he was unable to come to a satisfactory resolution
 in his own mind for this theme, decided not to attempt to conclude
 the poem on the other levels of meaning as well. Whoever the “man
 of gret auctorite” was, whether he was in fact to have been any
 individual, is a problem not to be solved by this suggestion.11 But in
 this respect it is certainly not inferior to others. The theme of the
 poem 
as
 sketched in this paper, and the failure of its resolution, is,  
this writer believes, revealed further in the perception of another poet
 in another society, but, with all poets, concerned with the 
same
 prob ­
lems. Alexander Pope concludes his often-scoffed-at imitation of
 Chaucer’s poem, “The Temple of Fame,” in this way:
Oh! if the Muse must flatter lawless sway,
 
And follow still where fortune leads the way;
 Or if no basis bear my rising name,
 But the fall’n ruins of another’s fame;
Then teach me, Heav’n! to scorn the guilty bays;
Drive from my breast that wretched lust of praise;
 
Unblemish’d let 
me
 live or die unknown;
Oh, grant an honest fame, or grant me none!12
7
Baker: Chaucer’s Hous of Fame
Published by eGrove, 1960
104
 
Chaucer's Hous of Fame
1Paul G. Ruggiers, “The Unity of Chaucer’s House of Fame,” SP, L (January?
 
1953), 
16-29. 2Robert J. Allen, “A Recurring Motif in Chaucer’s 'House of Fame,”’ ]EGPy
 LV (July, 1956), 393-405. For the purposes of this paper, it will be assumed that
 Allen’
s
 theory of the “recurring motif” of poetry is successfully demonstrated. Other ­
wise, this paper would be twice as long.
3Though he most emphatically does not agree with Allen’s interpretation that
 
Chaucer’s fears regarding the moral responsibility of the poet are relieved by his dis
­covering the nature of Fame, Chaucer would very likely have desired such a re
­assurance, but could not justify it, particularly in light of his retraction and numerous
 similar statements.
4It is, of course, the Dido episode which most clearly proposes the problem of the
 
poet in relation to Fame, in Dido’
s
 lament (II. 345-360). All references to Chaucer  
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9This is stressed throughout Allen’s article, especially pp. 402-403.
10Allen, p. 404.
11This is not to say, however, that the interpretation of the poem in this paper does
 
not suggest a candidate. The writer’s “hunch” 
is
 that the “man of gret auctorite”  
might well have been Vergil. Since Vergil provided, in the Dido episode, the point of
 departure for Chaucer’s journey (as he had done for Dante), it seems not improbable
 that he might have been chosen to 
weave
 together the various threads of the poem, had  
Chaucer been able to reconcile his thematic opposites. This suggestion, of course, is not
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